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China’s Balancing Act in Burma| |

Summary

Earlier this year, the Chinese reportedly cut off all arms and
ammunition to the Burma Communist Party and even took its clandestine
radio station off the air. These steps seemed designed not only to
reassure Burma, but also to underscore for other Southeast Asian
countries that China wants to improve state-to-state relations in the
region. China previously had stopped supplying insurgent groups in
Indonesia and Malaysia. Subsequently, however, China resumed some
arms shipments to the BCP, apparently to prevent the Burmese
communists from turning to the Soviets or the Vietnamese for assistance.
Already deeply skeptical of Chinese intentions, Indonesia and Malaysia--as
well as Burma--will probably interpret this resumption as confirming their
belief that China still is a long-term threat to their security. ] |

This memorandum was prepared by\ \Office of East Asian Analysis.
Information available as of 29 October 1985 was used in its preparation. Comments and
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Wooing Burma

China’s effort to improve relations with Burma over the past several years
illustrates in many ways the dilemma Beijing faces in seeking to overcome other
Southeast Asian states’ residual suspicions of its intentions. Chinese leaders have
repeatedly vowed not to interfere in the internal affairs of these countries and, with the
exception of Burma, have ceased supplying any material aid to their insurgent groups.
China’s refusal, however, to sever ties with local communist parties and its willingness
to harbor their leaders in _exile--lest they turn to the Soviets for aid--have oniy helped
to keep suspicions alive.

Efforts to improve relations with Burma began as part of a larger push by China
to reestablish good relations in Southeast Asia after Mao’s death and have intensified
since Deng Xiaoping assumed power. In late 1980, for example, Deng made a bid for
better relations with Burma by promoting peace talks between Rangoon and the Burma
Communist Party. Deng apparently hoped that such negotiations would provide tangible
proof of China’s good faith and also give China a face-saving way of phasing out its
military aid to the BCP. The talks broke down, however, after four months when
Burmese President Ne Win decided that Beijing was not pushing the BCP to compromise.

Since then China has sought to repair the damage to bilateral relations by
promoting a series of high-level state visits. Foreign Minister Wu went to Rangoon in
early 1984. Last year the two presidents aiso exchanged visits. This past May, Ne Win
visited China where he was welcomed as chairman of Burma's Socialist Program Party,
rather than in his capacity as the former president--an imolicit blow ta tha RCP'e
_political status with Beijing. | |

China has also agreed to work with Burma to survey and demarcate their
common border. |

| When

delineation is compieted in 1987, the Sino-Burmese border will be opened for land trade
at seven points.

Although the amount of economic aid China provides to Burma is insignificant
compared with that of other donors such as Japan and West Germany, since 1979 the
Burmese government has received nearly 10 percent of China’s foreign assistance.
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Reducing Aid to the BCP

To further demonstrate its good intentions, China also sharpl curtail i
support to the Burma Communist Party earlier this vear

In addition, China took the Burma Communist Party’s radio station, which has
broadcast from Yunnan Province since 1971, off the air on 17 April 1985. This step was
taken just prior to Chairman Ne Win's visit to China in early May at the invitation of
Central Military Commission Chairman Deng Xiaopina. l

Prospects

Aithough Beijing’s moves to distance itself from the Burma Communist Party have
smoothed over the bad feelings engendered by the collapse of the 1980 talks they have
led to no basic changes in Sino-Burmese relations. Burmese leaders will probably
remain skeptical of China’s intentions as long as Beijing continues to give refuge to
Burmese communist leaders. Indeed, China’s apparent resumption of aid to the
BCP--however limited—-will robably reinforce Rangoon's perceptions of the Chinese
security threat. :r

Similarly, we believe Chinese efforts to improve ties with Burma are unlikely to
have much effect on the perceptions of other Southeast Asian states such as Indonesia
and Malaysia. As with the BCP, Beijing retains party-to-party ties with the Indonesian
and Malaysian communist parties, providing "moral support” and a safe haven for their
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!eaders in exile, which hinders China’s efforts to improve state-to-state relations. More
umportaptlv, Southeast Asians believe China's long-term goal is to reestablish the region
as a Chmes.e sphere of influence. Such suspicions will continue to influence Indonesian
and Malaysian to reach an accomodation on Cambodia with Vietnam, which they regard
as a buffer against China. |
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